Abstract: Research on decision making has mainly been based on economic models that have tried to downplay the overall context of decision-making situations. When we look into the social influences on decision making we realize it is crucial that we bring the issue of context back into the spotlight. In the present paper we explore the methodological foundations of selected qualitative approaches for studying social influences on decision-making, focusing especially on their strengths and weaknesses. We conclude that this area has great potential for further research providing academic rigor is maintained when using qualitative methods.
Introduction
This paper attempts to make the case for using qualitative methods in the decisionmaking research. Its objective is to explore the strengths and weaknesses of qualitative inquiry in this context. Built mostly on economic models and perceiving people as fully rational actors, early approaches to decision-making research emphasized the process of choosing from different alternatives (cf. Bačová, 2008 or Hanák, Ballová-Mikušková, & Čavojová, 2013 . Later the emphasis shifted to how real people assess different options, and which biases and deviations from normative principles enter into play. The latter gave birth to the prospect theory (Kahneman & Tversky, 1979 ) that introduced psychological principles into the theoretical mix of rational and logical rules of decision making.
Although the traditional scientific approach encourages us to extract concepts from their (interfering, contaminating, hard-to-operationalize) context and proceed by means of abstraction and generalization, context can be the most important aspect of a decisionmaking situation. Context factors may act on the micro level (immediate social context, group norms, conformity, obedience to authority, etc.) as well as on the macro level (wider social context, cultural norms and traditions, regulatory framework, such as laws, legislative structure, etc.). HUMAN AFFAIRS 24, 336-348, 2014 DOI: 10.2478 When we take a step away from the decision-making research and focus on the issue of influence by others, we find that early work in social psychology focused especially on how individual performance changes with the presence of other people (e.g. Triplett, 1898 or Latané & Darley, 1970) . Other iconic work included studies of conformity toward the majority (Asch, 1955) , obedience to authority (Milgram, 1974) , social norms or intergroup conflict (Sherif, 1936) , or conformity of the majority toward the minority (Moscovici, Lage, & Naffrechoux, 1969) . Now let us combine the two concepts and suggest how social influence may impact on the process of decision making. There are several ways of approaching this issue. Firstly, there are experiments using social dilemmas (the literature in this area was recently reviewed by Bašnáková, 2013) . Secondly, there are experiments that build on the cognitive paradigm that focus on variables related to social and organizational environment (e.g. accountability, responsibility or social references; for more details see Dudeková, 2013; Kostovičová, 2013; Kostovičová et al., 2013; Hanák, Sirota, & Juanchich, 2013) . Thirdly, the issue of social factors can be grasped through the prism of intercultural psychology (for a recent review see Brezina, 2013a and . Lastly, a promising area seems to be research into context-based factors such as emotions or the amount of information searched and its effect on decision making (e.g. Čavojová, 2010; Mikušková, 2013; Čavojová & Hanák, in press ).
The present paper explores yet another possibility: the use of qualitative methods. The objective of the present paper is not to criticize the experimental method or any other approach; instead, qualitative approaches are suggested as a suitable complement to other more traditional approaches. Our primary goal is to explore ways in which qualitative methods could augment existing research in this area.
Generally, qualitative methods focus on more in-depth insights with less of a focus on generalizability. They depart from the traditional approach of dis/proving hypotheses by using quantifiable data. The present paper covers examples of qualitative research projects and, pointing out their strengths and weaknesses, it strives to make the case for qualitative methods in studying decision making. In the following we present the most typical methods of interview and observation, and then explore the possibility of meta-researching a series of qualitative studies.
To acquire a sample of qualitative research studies for these purposes, keywords such as "decision-making", "social aspects", "social influence", "qualitative research", "qualitative study", or keywords related to specific methods were used to search the BioMedCentral, PubMed and Academic Search Premier (EbscoHost) databases. The search was conducted for the purposes of an earlier project . Twenty four studies were found to be most relevant. The present paper uses a selection of these studies to illustrate the different methods and approaches used by their authors.
Interview
Interview is perhaps the most frequent method used in qualitative research and it is also the method of choice for qualitative research in decision making (cf. . In the following we present several examples of qualitative research studies and look at their strengths and weaknesses. In this section we present six examples of papers that use interview to study social influences on decision making; these illustrative examples are selected from a wider literature review conducted by the author of the present paper (for more details see .
Focusing on the healthcare area, Geneau et al. (2008) interviewed 28 general practitioners working in different organizational settings and environments. Building on the fact that individual, organizational and environmental factors make up a complex and dynamic whole, the authors identified a set of factors that influence the practice of general practitioners (mode of remuneration, peer-to-peer interactions, patients' demands and the availability of other medical resources in the environment). In addition to these four conditions of action (also referred to as primary effects) all related decisions may also have a variety of both intentional and non-intentional consequences referred to as secondary effects. The descriptions of these factors are an interesting benefit of this kind of study and are an example of an outcome that could not be achieved by using experimental approaches.
The authors suggest using a multiple case study as the main method defined "as in-depth examination of a social phenomenon within its real-life context" 1 . Geneau et al. (2008) described their methodology as follows:
We developed an initial list of codes informed by the literature on the behaviour of primary care organizations and physicians. We then analyzed the transcripts using an open-coding strategy in order to develop new categories of information and refine existing ones. Ideas and categories generated through the line-by-line analysis were tested and further explored in subsequent interviews until saturation was reached. A final round of axial and selected coding was performed to add a conceptual layer to existing categories and subcategories and explore how they are interconnected. We used the immersion/crystallization approach as a transversal strategy, spending considerable time reading and absorbing the text in order to discover new meanings. This iterative analytical process also involves exploring and using contemporary social theories in order to (better) make sense of the data collected. We have found that concepts from structuration theory provide fertile insights into why General practitioners do what they do.
2
Although the authors do not explicitly subscribe to grounded theory in their article, it is quite clear from their writing and from the citations that this was the theoretical model used. Although the connection between grounded theory and structuration theory would require more detailed explanation, this use of theoretical structure seems fairly substantiated.
In a similar study Jacoby, Smith, & Eccles (2003) interviewed 56 general practitioners in order to explore influences on general practitioners' decisions on prescribing new drugs. Low prescribers were found to conform more strongly to group norms and identified a consensus among practice partners in prescribing and cost-consciousness. Authors suggest that resistance to the concept of cost-consciousness must be overcome through local and national strategies, if greater cost-effectiveness in prescribing is to be achieved.
When we look at the details of the method, all interview transcripts were analyzed using "Framework" 3 , a method of qualitative data analysis used in policy research. Three 1 Electronic publication, pagination not available.
2 Works cited by authors in this paragraph: (1) Strauss & Corbin (1998) ; (2) Miles & Huberman (1994) ; (3) Miller & Crabtree (1992) ; (4) Giddens (1984) . 3 Work cited by authors: Ritchie & Spencer (1994) .
researchers independently searched a sample of transcripts to identify key themes. Then the themes were translated into index headings and subheadings that were annotated to appropriate sections of text in every transcript. Charts covering each topic area were completed by abstracting relevant sections of the indexed texts. Patterns were identified by comparing themes across the charts. Compared to the previous article this one is hazier on the theoretical foundation of the work, especially in specifying a clear theoretical model or procedure for analyzing data.
In another example Simkhada, Porter, & van Teijlingen (2010) explored reasons for low levels of antenatal care (ANC) utilization in Nepal. The authors conducted in-depth interviews with 30 purposively selected antenatal or postnatal mothers (half users and half non-users of ANC), 10 husbands and 10 mothers-in-law in two different (urban and rural) communities. The authors found that the mothers-in-law had a strong influence on the uptake of ANC in Nepal. It is important that their role is understood before designing and targeting effective community-based health promotion interventions. Therefore any health promotion activities and health interventions aimed at increasing awareness of the value of ANC need to be targeted at mothers-in-law as well as mothers themselves.
The authors mention thematic analysis, understood as the coding process to systematically sort textual data into categories from which patterns emerge and themes develop. They specify the software used, emphasize independent coding, and mention back-translation when working with translated transcripts. 4 Despite being very insightful the article is however a little thin when describing the exact methodological and theoretical foundations, just mentioning thematic analysis without making reference to which of the many schools of and approaches to thematic analysis they subscribe to.
Leaving aside the healthcare sector for the fourth example in this section, Hammad & Norris (2009) explored decision-making in Egyptian secondary schools by conducting interviews with 85 research participants including head teachers, deputy heads, heads of department, board of trustees members and newly appointed teachers. Once again, despite the interesting results the article only mentions recording, transcribing and analyzing data for emerging themes-there are no details on the method nor on the theoretical model for data analysis.
To finish with an example that does mention the theoretical foundations, Wainwright et al. (2011) explored factors that influence the clinical decision making of novice and experienced physical therapists by interviewing three participants pairs of a novice physical therapist and an experienced therapist. This resulted in four themes emerging from the data-prior personal experience, prior professional experience, sources of information, and reflection.
The authors admit to using a blend of "grounded theory and data collection from the participant's perspective within the phenomenological philosophy" (Wainwright et al., 2011, p. 89) . The paper includes detailed information on the process of data collection and analysis (p. 90), the process of coding, the software used to manage data, and also provisions for increasing "scientific rigor"-including measuring coding reliability using kappa coefficients. Despite having a very limited number of participants (e.g. one of the themes was important to only one participant) this study could be a positive example of one that provides a deep understanding of its methodological foundations.
Finally let us conclude this section by looking at an interesting paper (Fountas et al., 2006) where the participants themselves were given the chance to actively participate in the process of construing findings. In this case farm managers decomposed the decision-making processes used in their line of work, increasingly shaped by advances in information and communication technologies 5 . Twenty-one decision-analysis factors were identified in order to characterize the decision-making process of a farm manager. The model was validated for a range of decisions related to operations by three university farm managers and by five commercial farmers practicing precision agriculture for cereal, corn and soybean production in Denmark and in Indiana in the USA.
The procedure is described by the authors (Fountas et al., 2006, p. 195) in the following manner:
First, the farm manager listed the farm operations within a growing season, from field preparation to post harvest. Then, the decisions taken for each farm operation were identified and listed in chronological order, noting the decision class for each decision: strategic, tactical or operational. Finally, personal interviews were carried out with the farm manager at which all the decisions listed at stage two were analysed, by using the set of decision-analysis factors.
To sum up, all these studies produced interesting insights that could not have been attained by conventional methods that tend to understand decision-making as something that is free of context. All of them provide quite a detailed description of sampling and its rationale. However, they exhibit very different levels of theoretical rigor, ranging from being purely descriptive to working with advanced concepts within well-established theoretical models.
Observation
Another typical qualitative method used in research projects involving social influences on decision making is observation. This part of the article contains three examples of relevant studies that attempted this approach.
Firstly, Porter et al. (2007) noted that midwives are developing more egalitarian relationships with clients in decision-making processes and decided to verify this by observing a convenience sample of 16 midwives.
Participant observation and a focus group interview were used to collect data in order to analyze the pertinence of three a priori conceptual models of decision-making strategies in the day-to-day decision-making strategies of midwives. The authors also attempted to uncover the reasons why midwives made decisions the way they did.
Participants, inclusion criteria, and the data collection process were described in adequate detail. The paper notes the dual role of researchers who also "participated in the social world of the work-place" (ibid., p. 527); however, it fails to elaborate on the possible impacts of this on the research project.
The means of data analysis is described as the "constant comparison of the data with the a priori conceptual models of occupational control that had been developed within the sociology of professions". The paper describes several methods for improving the rigor of the data (verification of findings with participants, testing models to increase theoretical validity, independent analysis of data). Although there is reference to Strauss and Corbin's Basics of Qualitative Research: Techniques and Procedures for Developing Grounded Theory (1998) , it is only mentioned in the sentence suggesting that models were tested by constant reference to the data, which was done to increase theoretical validity as suggested by Strauss and Corbin (1998) .
The article cites the theoretical foundations of the three models of occupational control that were tested by collecting data in field. The overall logic of the paper is, however, not inductive but tends to collect data to verify concepts formulated before the researchers started their fieldwork.
In "The good, the bad and the ugly: Risk, uncertainty and decision-making by Victorian fishers", Dwyer & Minnegal (2006) explore decision-making among ocean-going, commercial fishers in southeast Australia. The logic of the paper is similar to the preceding one: the authors first identified three relevant contexts in which fishers make decisions on the basis of incomplete information: 1. the physical and biological environment that they encounter when fishing; 2. the socioeconomic environment as represented by both middlemen (buyers, processors) and other fishers whose actions may affect disposal options and prices; and 3. the management environment as represented primarily by the decisions and edicts of the governmental authorities. Reaching out from an initial exploration of the context-dependent ways in which fishers make decisions, the authors, however, identified ways in which fishers "place" themselves (with respect to certainty, social identity, agency, etc.) in these distinct environments. And in turn these environments have parallels with conventional anthropological and sociological representations of "premodern", 'modern" and "late modern" societies respectively.
Let us quote a paragraph where the authors describe their main line of thinking. "The bar" in this context means the entrance to and from the ocean, and may delay or prevent boats from exiting or entering the port:
A fisher venturing across the bar, whatever the weather, must contextualize his skill-based decisions about where and how to fish in the frame of others that concern who he can or cannot trust and how he should respond to the recent fax advising yet another change to management arrangements or find the time to both comprehend and answer questions in the latest revision of the authorized log book. On each fishing venture he must balance the demands of skill, cunning and random recklessness; he must balance possibilities that are manifest in the good, the bad and the ugly. (Dwyer & Minnegal, 2006, p. 7) This paper starts with a set of pre-defined concepts and sets forth to reinforce that concept by collecting data "out there". Although it does not describe the exact method of analyzing data, this time there seems to be sound theoretical foundation for the authors' reasoningespecially thanks to the theoretical structure combined with thorough data collection (15 visits from eight days to five months over the course of almost 4 years).
The last paper in this chapter by Loyens & Maesschalck (2010) titled "Toward a theoretical framework for ethical decision making of street-level bureaucracy: Existing models reconsidered" is not an empirical study. The paper focuses on discretion, a sphere of autonomy available to staff members with authority in public and private organizations within which a person's decisions are (to some degree) a matter of personal judgment and assessment. The paper focuses especially on "street level bureaucrats", such as police officers, teachers or social workers who tend to be confronted with scarce resources and a demanding work environment. The authors suggest that discretion is a major source of injustice and a democratic society should try to eliminate its misuse by introducing constraints, standardization, supervision, or changes in organizational culture.
The authors combine two literature traditions (literature on street-level bureaucracy and on ethical decision making) in order to develop a new extended model. Then they add the concept of "social mechanism" to attempt to explain causality between explanatory factors on the one hand and the observed types of decision making on the other. This allows them to move beyond simply "listing factors", which is unfortunately so common in this type of study. This could also be an interesting avenue for researching social influences on how important decisions are made by individuals.
Although the authors did not collect the data themselves, they suggest using qualitative within-case methodology to identify social mechanisms in causal inference. They suggest using methodological procedures such as causal-process observations, process tracing, pattern matching, and the congruence method. Process tracing, for example, can be defined as presenting evidence for the existence of several prevalent social practices that, when linked together, produce a chain of causation from one variable to another. In the congruence method, or pattern matching, the investigator attempts to predict the relevant outcome in a particular case on the basis of a specific theory (Loyens & Maesschalck, 2010, p. 86) .
To sum up, observation is also a very promising method-for its results to be convincing it is necessary to have a sound theoretical model and extensive data to draw upon. Otherwise studies end up simply providing interesting insights into a particular topic at a particular time. Nonetheless, this is still not a complete waste of time. A possible reason for this is suggested in the following part. We suggest how meta-studies could be used to take a pool of relevant qualitative studies and produce results that have much higher predictive value than individual studies.
Meta-research 6
In our review we came across several studies that differ from those described above. Typical research methods tend to bring powerful insights into very specific areas. One of the typical objections toward qualitative methodology; however, revolves around its low generalizability. In this section we mention two examples of how multiple qualitative research projects could be processed further to achieve results that are more generalizable.
The first example of meta-research is by Tariman et al. (2012) , who conducted a literature review in order to explore physician, patient, and contextual factors that affect treatment decision making in older adults diagnosed with cancer, and in order to relate these factors to theoretical models of decision making. The search time period was substantial (e.g. the PubMed database was searched from 1966 to April 2010). It yielded 213 articles and 80 full-text papers were retrieved and selected for review. The paper does not explicitly state the theoretical model used in analyzing the studies. Different models of decision making are discussed in the paper along with decision-making factors on the side of the physician (the physician's personal beliefs and values, medical expertise, practice type, perception of lowered life expectancy, medical factors, power, and communication style), factors on the side of patients (personal beliefs and values, ethnicity, decisional control preferences, previous health-related experience, perception of the decision-making process, and personal factors), and contextual factors (availability of caregiver, insurance, financial status, and geographical barrier). Such factors have a much higher predictive value since they are not based on one particular research study but draw from an array of papers on different topics.
In their PLOS ONE 7 paper, Pell et al. (2011) studied social and cultural factors affecting uptake of (often neglected) interventions for malaria in pregnancy in Africa. This systematic review of 37 relevant qualitative studies concluded that although malaria risk is associated with pregnancy, malaria tends to be interpreted in locally defined categories (i.e. symptoms of malaria tend to be associated with various locally defined illnesses) 8 , which has implications for treatment or prevention seeking behavior. Local discourses and health workers' ideas and comments influence concerns about interventions for malaria in pregnancy.
The process is described in detail with inclusion criteria for studies and all relevant information including appendices with databases, lists of articles with full texts unavailable, and data extraction tables. Meta-ethnography is cited as the method of choice 9 . The articles were reviewed by the two authors and key themes and concepts were identified; the quality of the articles was independently assessed by two reviewers using a standardized grading scheme.
The authors emphasize that in order to understand a disease and possible shortcomings in interventions one must understand the local social and economic context of the disease. 7 PLOS ONE (www.plosone.org ) is an open access peer review journal where peer-reviewed papers are published online (often along with original data tables or other detailed information) and later judged by readers (post-publication review). 8 "In rural southern Malawi the term used to describe malaria, malungo, implied a common and fairly harmless illness. In south-western Uganda, omusujia, the word used to translate malaria, referred to any kind of fever or feelings of illness. (…) In central Uganda, through a blurring of disease categories, omusujia represented all types of fever. (…) In north-western Burkina Faso no one-to-one equivalent of the biomedical concept of malaria existed in any of the local languages. The broad term soumaya was therefore used in malaria related public health discourse, yet this condition encompassed a very wide range of symptoms. On the coastal plain of Tanzania, respondents talked about their diseases and the diseases of outsiders (referring to foreign and Tanzanian internal migrants). The term linguistically closest to malaria and that used for public health education, homa ya malaria, was considered to represent a disease of outsiders. Moreover, homa ya malaria was not actually associated with malaria or anaemia during pregnancy" (Pell et al., 2011, p. 4 , citations omitted from the text for better readability). 9 Quoting Noblit & Hare (1988) .
Yet they note that many of the studies in their review tend to be too "disease-focused", and also that papers tend to be largely descriptive, failing to identify relevant social and cultural factors.
Another noteworthy example of a meta-synthesis of qualitative studies is by Geothals et al. (2011) , who focus on nurses' decision-making in cases where hard-to-control patients need to be physically restrained in healthcare facilities. The authors describe the process of nurses' decision-making in relation to physical restraints, which is a complex process focused on safety. Decision-making on physical restraint requires careful balancing of the different ethical values at stake, and the role of context-and nurse-related factors is described in the paper. A thorough analysis of research papers published over a span of 20 years (1990 to 2010) was conducted. In total 789 studied were reviewed and 12 publications comprising 11 separate studies were selected for the review. Selection criteria are provided in quite detail.
The strength of this paper is the detailed method of appraising the studies under review. The authors cite the method used by Sandelowski & Barosso (2002) . In the original Sandelowski & Barosso (2002) paper quoted by Geothals et al. (2011) the authors argue for a reconceptualization of the research report as a literary technology that mediates between researcher/writer and reviewer/reader rather than as a factual account of events after the fact; they use the term "a literary technology" to describe the relationship. The problem of the lack of criteria for quality (reliability and rigor, value and validity, and criteria and credibility) in qualitative research is the main rationale of their paper; the authors offer their own "Guide for Reading Qualitative Studies" as a means of addressing these issues.
Sandelowski & Barosso discuss experimental scientific reports and define them as objective descriptions of a clearly defined and sequentially arranged process of inquiry, beginning with the identification of a research problem, and research questions or hypotheses, progressing through the selection of a sample and the collection of data, and ending with the analysis and interpretation of those data (2002, p. 79) .
Writing in order to validate pre-formulated concepts in ways that often lack theoretical foundations does not do full justice to qualitative methodology. Researching social influences on decision making may require going beyond the traditional narrative structure of experimental scientific write-up. It seems (and Sandelowski & Barosso also hint in that direction) that psychology writing may greatly benefit from research traditions in other domains-especially reflective sociology and ethnomethodology. Sandelowski & Barosso (2002) suggest quality criteria in an appendix titled "Guide for Reading Qualitative Studies"; each criterion contains a definition and its appraisal parameters 10 . To sum up, meta-research can be an excellent tool for generalizing qualitative studies and producing more far-ranging results. This however requires having a sound procedure for appraising studies including meta-analysis or meta-synthesis.
Final remarks
Using qualitative methods to research social influences may be an interesting area and has the potential to produce results that could not be achieved by using approaches that tend to disregard the overall context. As suggested in this paper and illustrated with numerous examples, the unique strengths of qualitative research may provide very valuable insights into the area of decision-making research.
However, the main pitfall that some qualitative studies fail to avoid is not having a sound theoretical model or framework for analyzing the data. Although studies tend to provide quite detailed description of the sampling process, the rest of the methodology sections tend to be very uninformative when it comes to what the researchers actually did to produce their results. Many studies only make general reference to a qualitative methodology textbook, or use hazy terms such as thematic analysis, failing to specify what is actually meant and which of the many approaches called "thematic analysis" they were referring to.
It is, for example, very rare for qualitative papers to reveal their codebooks -although for many (especially open source) publications it would not be technically impossible to include even larger appendices in published research papers.
And finally, many projects tend to use qualitative methods to validate pre-defined categories. This does not allow them to make full use of the power of qualitative methodology. One example of this, as Pell et al. (2011) noted, is that the local disease categories ordinary people use often do not correspond to biomedical definitions of malaria. These types of social influences are crucial to people who make decisions related to their own health. An inductive approach or trying to see the world through the eyes of participants and mapping topics that emerge from their narratives, could be much more helpful than what is frequently found in qualitative studies of the present day: narratives and citations are used to validate a pre-existing set of concepts by means of a-priori coding.
Highlighting a specific theoretical approach suitable for decision-making studies would be beyond the scope of the present paper since this would greatly depend on the focus of the study in question.
In addition to addressing these issues by including more detailed accounts of theoretical foundations and methodological procedures in qualitative papers there are additional steps that could improve research tradition in this area. Two very promising avenues for using qualitative research in this context seem to be firstly the use of participative methodology where participants themselves are given the status of experts (e.g. Fountas et al., 2006) who not only narrate their experience but are actively involved in creating the theoretical model. The second promising approach would be meta-research of qualitative research studies where they are seen as a series of case studies (cf. Pell et al., 2011; Goethals et al., 2012) . Lack of generalizability is often quoted as a major weakness in qualitative methods, and metasynthesis and analytic generalization (cf. Firestone, 1993) could overcome this Achilles' heel of qualitative inquiry.
Lastly, it is important to note that the papers in this review come from very diverse areas (nursing, health administration/public health, medical sociology, applied health sciences, education, agriculture and food economics, resource management, and criminology). Qualitative methodology traditions may vary from field to field; however, it is vital to transcend the boundaries of a single discipline and seek inspiration elsewhere. Although the borders between traditional domains tend to blur, it may still be worthwhile exploring how research traditions and criteria of what constitutes good research differ in individual fields (e.g. psychology, sociology, educational science) and how this affects outcomes of qualitative studies performed by professionals in these domains.
To conclude, if the pitfalls mentioned in this paper are avoided, qualitative methods could greatly complement traditional experimental approaches to the decision making research, and may be extremely helpful in exploring the vital role of the wider social context in the decision-making process.
